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Why does it matter?

It is a matter of safety:
• In one study, 45% of gay men and 20% of lesbians

surveyed reported being victims of verbal and
physical assaults in secondary schools.

• 1 in 5 high school health teachers surveyed said
that students in their classes often used abusive
language when describing homosexuals.

It is a matter of emotional health:
• The experience of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and

transgender teens can be one of isolation, fear of
prejudice and lack of peer or family support.

• Gay and lesbian youth may have a higher risk of
suicide. Up to 30% of gay and bisexual adolescent
males say they have attempted suicide at least
once. Some of the increased risk may be due to
societal or family rejection of gay youth.

It is a matter of physical health:
• Gay and lesbian youth may have higher risk of

substance abuse or eating disorders.
• 1 in 5 HIV-positive men were likely infected

during their teen years.

What are the details?

sexual orientation

what’s
up?

What’s it all about?

One of the passages of adolescence is the
development and understanding of sexuality.
This includes understanding one’s body, one’s
gender identity, sexual orientation, and one’s
values about sexual activity. During adolescence,
many teens begin to explore their sexuality and
begin to be sexually active.

For all teens, this is a challenging transition.
But for teens who are questioning their sexual
orientation, or who identify as being gay, lesbian,
bisexual or transgender, this can be a very
lonely, difficult and threatening transition.
It can also be a difficult time for parents, who
may have fears and questions of their own.
It is crucial for teens to get support and
understanding from their peers, parents and
other adults when they have questions about
sexual orientation.

• How one’s sexual orientation is
determined is unknown. It develops
across a person’s lifetime.

• Sexual orientation, also called
affectional orientation, is one
component of a person's identity.
It is more than just sexual behavior,
and involves how people feel about
themselves, how they express
affection and emotional connections,
and how they live their lives.

• “Coming out” is a process of
understanding and deciding not to hide
one’s sexual orientation.

• Exploration with both same-sex and
opposite-sex partners is a natural part
of growing up for many youth.

• In a survey of Seattle teens, 91% said
they were heterosexual, 4% said they
were bisexual. 1% said they were
homosexual and 4% said they were
not sure.

• Gender identity is the self-expression
of physical and behavioral traits that
a culture sees as masculine and
feminine. People who are trans-
gender have characteristics and
behaviors which are typical of the
opposite gender. They can be gay,
straight, or bisexual.

• Homophobia—an intense or
irrational fear or hatred of gays and
lesbians—makes it very difficult for
gay teens to feel safe, to express
their feelings or to seek help.
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What do teens need from me?

• Be aware of your own biases and prejudices about this topic before
you talk with a young person.

• Make sure teens know that no one has the right to harass, threaten
or hurt them because of their sexual orientation or gender identity.
They need to tell a trusted adult if this ever happens.

• Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender youth need to know that
they are not alone, and that they are loved, accepted and valued.

• They don’t have to “come out” if they don’t feel ready or safe.
• Because our society sexualizes the lives of people who are gay and

lesbian, gay teens need to know that you see them as whole human
beings, that their sexual orientation is only one aspect of who they
are.

• All young people need information that will help them protect their
sexual health. Postponing sexual activity is good advice for all
teens, no matter what their sexual orientation.

• Be prepared with accurate information to help teens understand
their bodies and manage their feelings.

Adults can help teens develop:
• Communication skills so they can talk with partners, friends and

family members.
• Self-esteem to cope with homophobia, and guard against peer

pressures and engaging in sexual activity before they are ready.
• A network of supportive friends, family, and professionals so they

are loved and protected.

What can I do?

If you are a parent who thinks your
son or daughter is dealing with
issues about their sexual orientation,
there are groups and resources that
can help, such as PFLAG (Parents,
Families and Friends of  Lesbians
and Gays). Their Web site offers
parents tips on how to talk to teens
about sexual orientation, how to
support teens, and how to support
yourself.

Find out about peer support groups
for gay, lesbian, bisexual and
transgender teens, that are
facilitated by trained adults. These
groups can help teens cope with
isolation and fears and help prevent
high-risk behaviors.

Make sure the schools in your area
enforce policies to protect all
students from verbal and physical
harassment and abuse by other
students and staff.

hot
links!

Gay and Lesbian National Hotline  1-888-843-4564  www.glnh.org

Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays  www.pflag.org

Safe Schools Coalition of Washington  1-888-307-9275, www.safeschools-wa.org
   Their resource guide has contact information for youth support groups in Washington

Out Proud  www.outproud.org

Gender Identity Center  www.transgender.org/tg/gic

Bureau for At-Risk Youth  “How to Talk to Children About Sex”  1-800-999-8884

Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States  www.siecus.org

Lambert House  Seattle—Services and Activities 206-320-8742, Youth Phone 206-322-2735,
www.lamberthouse.org

Stonewall Youth  Olympia—360-705-2738, with outreach projects in Lewis, Mason and Grays Harbor counties,
www.stonewallyouth.org
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The Washington State Department of Health (DOH) is pleased to provide camera-
ready art for printing this educational material. To ensure that the original quality of
the piece is maintained, please read and follow the instructions below and the
specifications included for professional printing.

• Use the latest version. DOH materials are developed using the most current
information available, are checked for clinical accuracy, and are field tested
with the intended audience to ensure they are clear and readable. DOH
programs make periodic revisions to educational materials, so please check
this web site to be sure you have the latest version. DOH assumes no
responsibility for the use of this material or for any errors or omissions.

• Do not alter. We are providing this artwork with the understanding that it
will be printed without alterations and copies will be free to the public. Do
not edit the text or use illustrations or photographs for other purposes
without first contacting us. Please do not alter or remove the DOH logo,
publication number or revision date. If you want to use a part of this
publication for other purposes, contact the Office of Health Promotion first.

• For quality reproduction: Low resolution PDF files are intended for black
and white or color desktop printers. They work best if you are making only
one or two copies. High resolution PDF files are intended for reproducing
large quantities and are set up for use by professional offset print shops. The
high resolution files also include detailed printing specifications. Please match
them as closely as possible and insist on the best possible quality for all
reproductions.

If you have questions, contact:
Office of Health Promotion
P.O. Box 47833 Olympia, WA  98504-7833
(360) 236-3736

Sincerely,
Health Education Resource Exchange Web Team
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